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Back to the Sources 
Practicing and Teaching Quantitative History in 2020 
Claire Lemercier, CNRS, Paris and Claire Zalc, CNRS & EHESS, Paris 
 
This paper elaborates on our joint experience of teaching quantitative methods to (mostly) 
historians since the early 2000s and writing an introductory book on this topic, first in French, then 
in English, in a revised and expanded version.1 All along, our intent has been threefold:  
- to make quantitative methods accessible for all historians, especially those who do not think 
that such methods are “for them,” because they do not enjoy mathematics or because they 
study topics that are not traditionally considered as suited to quantification (this is probably 
the situation of many “new historians of capitalism,” if not many economic historians). We 
have sometimes written that we wanted to make quantitative history banal, in the sense that 
it would be published in regular historical journals without being remarked upon for being 
quantitative; 
- to contribute to less routine uses of quantification in the social sciences by promoting 
diversity in methods and imagination in categorization schemes – going beyond “the usual 
suspects” in terms of sources, variables, and calculations. This was initially important for 
us because we thought that routine was one of the things that has harmed the first wave of 
quantitative history (the one associated with cliometrics). Now we are also confronting new 
routines associated with “digital humanities” and “big data” issues… 
- to promote respect of the basic tenets of the historical profession, i.e. principles of source 
criticism, as the cornerstone of the constitution of data from historical sources. This third 
goal has become more and more central for us – hence its presence in the title of this 
working paper. Like our second goal, it is, we think, relevant for economic historians. 
The first part of this paper begins by explaining where we speak from. As practices of quantification 
differ between countries and sub-disciplines, we first tell a few words about our experience in 
learning, then teaching quantitative history, and writing our books. Then we sum up how these 
trajectories led us to assess issues associated with the first wave of quantification (anachronism, an 
undue focus on aggregates, insignificant results produced by costly, hierarchical projects), to regret 
the return of some of these issues under the guise of “big data,” and to find resources in micro-
history and sociology to promote an alternative – constructivist, small-scale, experimental 
quantitative history. The second and third parts of the paper briefly sketches the main principles 
                                                 
1 Claire Lemercier & Claire Zalc, Méthodes quantitatives pour l’historien, Paris, La Découverte, 2008 ; 
Claire Lemercier & Claire Zalc, Quantitative Methods in the Humanities. An Introduction, Charlottesville, 
University of Virginia Press, 2019, with a companion website: https://quanthum.hypotheses.org/ See also a 
forthcoming special issue of Annales HSS on quantitative history, co-edited with Karine Karila-Cohen and 
Isabelle Rosé. 
"L’Atelier: Economic Questions-Multiple Methods" – UPenn Dpt of History, 24 January 2020. 
Please do not cite without permission – claire.lemercier@sciencespo.fr, Claire.Zalc@ens.fr  
 
2 
 
that we promote in our teaching, with examples in and out of economic history/the history of 
capitalism. It addresses the transformation of sources into quantifiable data, then discusses data 
categorization and analysis. 
1. Teaching quantitative history – but which one? 
We came to quantitative methods more out of necessity than out of faith: our historical materials 
came in too large quantities to be manageable with just close reading and .doc notes. This “why” 
may help to understand “how” we teach and practice quantitative history – with the aim of helping 
others in the same situation (i.e. potentially all historians) and with critical distance from the tools. 
We do have our own manifesto, but it is aimed at changing the practices of the quantifiers as well 
as the average historian. 
1.1 Where do we speak from? 
We did not begin our research, in the late 1990s, thinking that we would become quantitative 
historians. Claire Z was not at all fond of what French social scientists nickname “quanti”, and she 
wasn’t especially trained in it either. Her master’s dissertation on German and Austrian migrants 
in France in the 1930s was entirely based upon discursive sources. But for her PhD dissertation, 
which focused on immigrant shopkeepers in the interwar period, her main source, the Business 
register, was massive (over 1 million inscriptions).2 She eventually had no other choice: using this 
source required skills in sampling and quantitative analysis. Quantification was not an end in itself 
or a religion, but one tool among others. It was only in order to write better history that she learned 
and used quantitative methods. Claire L had a little experience in prosopography when she began 
her PhD. She had met a staff member in a historical demography research center who taught her 
the basics of Excel (mundane but crucial functions like “Freeze panes” or “Pivot table”). She ended 
up gathering and analyzing data on the institutional careers and personal ties of a few hundred 
Parisians in the nineteenth century, but it was just one part of her dissertation on the advisory role 
of the Chamber of Commerce. And for her, if was not “quantitative history.” The phrase rather 
referred to something she briefly taught to undergraduates in history: drawing curves of deflated 
price indexes from barely mentioned sources. Something useful for their careers in administrations, 
perhaps, but not related to current historical research, she thought. Neither of us had any reason to 
identify with a label that was definitely old school: in the generation of our PhD advisers, many 
had learned how to quantify, some had done it, but almost none still thought that it was relevant. 
                                                 
2 Claire Zalc, Immigrants et indépendants. Parcours et contraintes. Les petits entrepreneurs étrangers du 
département de la Seine (1919-1939), PhD dissertation, ParisX-Nanterre University, 2002. 
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We have now been teaching quantitative methods, often together, in different universities in Paris 
and on occasion elsewhere3, and we have always found that most of the audience was like us at the 
beginning of our dissertations: most students do not particularly love mathematics; if they have 
ideas about “quantitative history,” they often think that it is not for them, but they are looking for 
ways to manage too much information. Over the years, our audience has changed from mostly male 
to mostly female, but we still face a majority of early modern and modern historians, along with a 
few historians of earlier periods and persons from other disciplines. The topics and areas of research 
are extremely diverse, but a majority have sources organized around persons, i.e. they want advice 
on prosopography, with significant minorities interested in text analysis – requests about maps or 
time series are comparatively rare, hence our choice of topics in our books. We have thus come to 
believe that most historians could apply quantification (and would like to do it, if properly taught) 
to populations or samples of a few dozen to a few thousand individuals (often persons or texts) 
described with a large number of variables (generally changing over time).  
In spite of these similarities, our students differ in terms of initial skills and appetites for 
mathematics and statistics. In France like elsewhere, most students came to the humanities and 
history on a “literary” track, convinced that mathematics were not for them. When they faced 
compulsory classes in statistics, those often made the matters worse, because they were taught from 
a mathematical perspective. As historian Antoine Prost pointed out, the social stigma “not good in 
math” can be turned around: “certain self-styled princes of the intellect commonly express haughty 
disdain for insistence on rigor or quantitative discipline of any sort, as though these were trivial 
concerns, menial chores to be left to subordinates.”4 Those who deliberately attend our workshops 
do not share this disdain, but they lack a clear role model, between the “princes of the intellect” 
and those social scientists (e.g. some economics) who use quantification as distinction. Our primary 
audience is the average, “non-quanti” historian, yet there has always been a minority of social 
scientists, economic historians, etc. who also attended our workshops, in spite of their already 
mastering some of the quantitative tools, in the hope of discovering others or of learning skills 
specific to historical sources. We have written our books with the two audiences in mind, which 
explains their non-standard format. They are self-help handbooks: something that any person 
beginning a research can use to learn the basics on their own, because we know that few will be 
able to attend a course. Some parts of the books are more useful for unconvinced beginners, others 
for persons who have nothing against quantitative history, but do not know how to create data for 
their sources, others for advanced “digital humanists” or “quantifiers”.5 
Our courses and our books are different from the few examples that we knew as students, not only 
because they address many different methods, but mostly because we emphasize (in the courses 
even more than in the books) what comes before “quantitative analysis” per se: how to go from an 
                                                 
3 For details on the formats of our courses, see “Teaching with our Book” 
https://quanthum.hypotheses.org/254  
4 Antoine Prost, Douze leçons sur l’histoire, Paris, Seuil, 1996. 
5 “How should I read this book?”, https://quanthum.hypotheses.org/62   
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archive (or some other unusual document) to the “clean” datasets of social scientists (a .csv file, a 
“tidy” file in R, etc.). What we had not anticipated in our first years of teaching, when we tried to 
present regression, network analysis, etc., was that these first steps were at least as exotic for them 
as statistics. Many had never heard about variables, never seen a .csv file; but those who had did 
not know better how to get there from a source. Students would either write down narrative details 
in their database and only use queries for analysis or, trying to emulate an implicit model of “clean 
data,” they would directly translate their sources into supposedly unambiguous, rigid categories: 1 
for upper-class, 2 for workers, and so on. We knew the pitfalls of these two solutions, but it took 
us a long time to formulate alternative principles. We came to appreciate that data preparation is 
already an important stage of analysis, and certainly not the chore often called “cleaning” and 
therefore delegated to underlings.  
On the basis of this experience, the remainder of this text elaborates on which quantitative history 
we want to teach; but how should it be taught? In this respect, we want to emphasize three ideas. 
First, it is possible to understand quantification, learn skills and develop an appetite for quantitative 
methods without being good in mathematics. We have to address what sociologists call “math 
anxiety,”6 not reinforce it, as is still done in some French universities. There, quantification is 
taught either by specialists of statistics or computers who have never done archival research or by 
historians who are so proud of their statistical skills, yet so insecure about the recognition of such 
skills in our profession, that they exaggerate the difficulty of the methods, teaching rigid “dos and 
don’ts” and putting formulas first. What we teach is not statistics, but some principles derived from 
statistics – principles that can be explained in natural language (e.g. about sampling) – and the 
proper use of software based on statistics for the exploration of historical sources. We do not want 
to hijack history classes to train students to the mathematics that they have been disgusted with 
before. We want them to become informed users of quantitative methods – to understand what a 
method does and does not do, its advantages and pitfalls, from the extant literature; not to 
demonstrate the theorem behind the software. Similarly, we have no religion about the “historian-
as-programmer,” a creature of cliometrics recently revived by “digital historians.” Sometimes, it is 
necessary to write a short script (in fact, to copy, paste, and edit one) because there is no simpler 
way to perform an analysis that is useful for a dissertation; any historian can learn how to do this. 
Often, however, a contingency table and chi-squared test will do. 
Second, the best way to teach and learn “quanti” is to do research together. One of the favorite 
metaphors in our teaching is that of assembling an Ikea piece of furniture. You can always learn 
the instructions by heart, but the important things happen when you are not in front of the parts to 
be assembled; and each piece of furniture has a specific manual, even if there are some generic 
                                                 
6 Pamela Paxton, “Dollars and Sense: Convincing Students That They Can Learn and Want to Learn 
Statistics”, Teaching Sociology, January, 34, 2006, p. 65-70; Michael Decesare, “‘Statistics Anxiety’ 
Among Sociology Majors: A First Diagnosis and Some Treatment Options”, Teaching Sociology, October, 
35, 2007, p. 360-367. 
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parts. Hence our "hands-on" approach, always starting with actual research questions and sources. 
In graduate workshops, each participant comes with her questions and sources and shares them in 
turn with the group, who exchange ideas as to the constitution, categorization, and analysis of data. 
In master courses, we give the students one source (e.g. the official biographies of French MPs in 
1946-58) and they collectively decide on how to sample or focus on specific population, to input 
data, to categorize it, to formulate reasonable research to questions, produce provisional answers 
based on correlations (contingency tables and chi-squared tests) and close reading of specific cases, 
and to discuss the results. We have experimented this format with historians, but it would arguably 
be as difficult (and as attractive) for economists. 
Third, “hands-on” involves actual historical sources (which digitization has made easier), not 
forged examples and simulated data, as is often the case in sociology, or aggregate, “clean” data 
from published syntheses. Even if the course does not allow to perform each step, from the source 
to the analysis and discussion, with the class, it is important to mention all steps and show what the 
successive files look like. And spending more time on the initial steps makes sense: if one has to 
resort to learning alone, following tutorials (the Ikea manual) is doable if the aim is to learn 
regression or network analysis on structured, categorized data. It is almost impossible, on the 
contrary, to learn alone how to constitute such data. 
1.2 Which second wave of quantitative history? 
In our view, our story tells a lot about the position of quantification in history since the early 2000s. 
We had, at first, under-estimated how strong the effects of the backlash against the first wave of 
quantification had been. Our chance was to know social scientists who shared tools with us, but it 
was not easy to find methods courses, or history professors able to advise us; it was almost 
impossible for others. Before 2001 and a first handbook presenting the basic use of Excel and 
Access, which stimulated our own,7 the main book on quantitative history available in French 
addressed the use of a calculator to compute moving averages or variance on aggregate economic 
or demographic data. Yet we were perhaps lucky to arrive at a moment when the war against the 
first wave of quantification had been won: many historians still equated quantification with 
anachronism, structure ignoring agency, or just boredom, but indifference was more widespread 
than attacks. We were even luckier in that we encountered two strands of research that empowered 
us to practice quantification in ways that differed from those of the first wave: micro-history (first, 
and mostly), and the sociology of Andrew Abbott. 
                                                 
7 Jacques Cellier & Martine Cocaud, Traiter des données historiques. Méthodes statistiques, techniques 
informatiques, Rennes, Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2001. 
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What we call “the first wave” here is the “new economic history” (also called cliometrics), “new 
social history,” and “new political history” that were so branded around the 1960s.8 
Disillusionment with this first wave had often been spread, in the 1980s, by its very pioneers. It 
had to do with some plain errors (according to the standards of the historical profession) related to 
the imposition of anachronistic analytic categories or to a naïve confidence in numbers found in 
past sources. Some former quantitative historians turned from the use of statistical sources for 
social history to the history of statistics.9 Even when quantification was less naïve, its practitioners 
were disillusioned about its “big science” aspects. Lawrence Stone is famous for having heralded 
“the revival of the narrative” in 1979, but his text does not mostly consist in postmodern theoretical 
arguments:  “[s]quads of diligent assistants assemble data, encode it, programme it, and pass it 
through the maw of the computer, all under the autocratic direction of a team-leader,” he writes; 
they “used the most sophisticated techniques either to prove the obvious or to claim to prove the 
implausible;" “[t]he results sometimes combine the vices of unreadability and triviality”.10 Even 
for its early enthusiasts, quantitative history was too hierarchical and faced diminishing results. 
In France and continental Europe, the social and economic history associated with Ernest 
Labrousse used curves and tables to describe aggregate numbers painstakingly produced from non-
sampled sources. Like its counterparts elsewhere, it was attacked on the arguments of anachronism, 
exaggerated structuralism, and insignificance of the results. But part of the attacks, coming from 
Italian (social) micro-history joined by French historical demographers, economic or social 
historians, hinted at possibilities for a different quantification – what we hopefully call a second 
wave. 
As micro-history advocates “incorporating into the main body of the narrative the procedures of 
research itself,”11 source criticism and data construction may become an integral part of 
quantitative research – not preliminary operations to be dispensed with or standardized. Meaningful 
                                                 
8 In France, cliometrics met with a cold reception in history departments; economic history used methods 
closer to those of the new social history. "New political history" was completely ignored. Even though the 
timing and the main tenets of the first wave (as summed up by e.g. William H. Sewell, “The political 
unconscious of social and cultural history, or, confessions of a former quantitative historian”, in Logics of 
History: Social Theory and Social Transformation, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 2005, p. 22-80) 
were commensurate in most countries, there were many differences in topics and methods. We give our 
point of view, with more details, on the history of quantitative history in Claire Lemercier & Claire Zalc, 
Quantitative Methods in the Humanities. An Introduction, Charlottesville, University of Virginia Press, 
2019, chapter 1. 
9 A classical chapter in this spirit is Joan W. Scott, “Statistical Representations of Work: The Chamber of 
Commerce’s Statistique de l’Industrie à Paris, 1847-48”, in Steven L. Kaplan & Cynthia J. Koepp (dir.), 
Work in France : representations, meaning, organization, and practice, Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 
1986, p. 335-363. This type of history of statistics was very present during our graduate studies. 
10 Lawrence Stone, “The Revival of Narrative: Reflections on a New Old History”, Past & Present, 85, 
1979, p. 3-24, 6, 11. 
11 Giovanni Levi, “On Microhistory”, in Peter Burke (dir.), New perspectives on historical writing, 
Cambridge, Polity Press, 1991, p. 93-113, 106. 
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results can be obtained by systematically and even quantitatively studying a small, situated unit (a 
family, a village, etc.). Quantification is not an aim in itself, but it can open new questions or reveal 
exceptions suited for a more narrative approach. And this all can be fun. It can be “experimental 
history,” in the sense of trying weird, idiosyncratic categorizations or correlations, in the hope of 
finding something new12: the opposite of the “big science” of the first wave (and something that 
could be done by impoverished students or faculty members, thanks to personal computers). Micro-
historians are not postmodern researchers; they did not turn away from the question of standards 
of evidence13. Their answers allowed us to think of quantification as possibly constructivist, suited 
to the scale of interactions between individuals, and experimental, in the sense of non-standard, 
non-boring. 
Writings by sociologist Andrew Abbott were similarly exciting when he, too, called for unheard-
of alliances of methods, questions, and materials14 and criticized the routine use of variables in 
mainstream US sociology. His nemesis, “general linear reality,” involved the non-questioned use 
of regression on individual-level variables. Abbott also had more specific insights that could help 
to improve quantitative history, especially prosopography, because of his interest in time, careers, 
and trajectories. He discussed ways to deal with the many complications of longitudinal data: not 
only do individual variables change over time, but their meanings and their possible effects also 
change between historical contexts; sometimes, it even seems meaningless to disentangle one effect 
from a series of causes. Yet for Abbott, the solution is not purely narrative: all this complexity can 
be modeled, formalized, and visualized. He thus strove to satisfy both the qualitatively and 
quantitatively-oriented social scientists – and warned readers that the two groups remained mostly 
indifferent.15  
We nevertheless try to make the best out of this position. It is easy to translate in the context of this 
workshop. New historians of capitalism who apply methods from cultural history to economic 
topics are close to our “average historian” audience; but as their approach is in part a political and 
methodological reaction to cliometrics, many tend to link any type of quantification or 
measurement with neoclassical economics and commodification.16 Conversely, few economic 
                                                 
12 Daniel S. Milo, “Toward an experimental history, or gay science”, Strategies, 4-5, 1991, p. 87-126. 
13 Rosental, Paul-André, “Construire le “macro” par le “micro” : Fredrik Barth et la microstoria”, in Jacques 
Revel (ed.), Jeux d’échelle. La micro-analyse à l’expérience, Paris, Gallimard, 1996,  p. 141-161. 
14 Andrew Abbott, Methods of Discovery: Heuristics for the Social Sciences, New York, W.W. 
Norton & Co, 2004; Claire Lemercier, “Abbott et la micro-histoire : lecture croisée”, in Didier 
Demazière & Morgan Jouvenet (eds.), Andrew Abbott et l’héritage de l’école de Chicago, Editions de 
l’EHESS, 2016, vol.2. 
15 Andrew D. Abbott, Time matters. On theory and method, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 2001, 
p. 281; Claire Zalc, “Modéliser la persécution. Les apports d’Abbott à l’écriture historienne”, in Didier 
Demazière & Morgan Jouvenet (eds.), Andrew Abbott et l’héritage de l’école de Chicago, Editions de 
l’EHESS, 2016, vol.1, p. 419-440. 
16 As do other critics of standard economic history, e.g. Francesco Boldizzoni, The poverty of Clio. 
Resurrecting economic history, Princeton, N.J., Princeton University Press, 2010. 
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historians in economics departments will think that they need advice from self-trained historians 
whose book mostly gives examples in social, cultural, and political history, does not give formulas 
or address standard deviation, but spends time on sequence or network analysis. In terms of careers, 
young researchers in the two groups probably have no incentive to learn non-standard 
quantification. We however take the risk that both groups remain indifferent,17 hoping that, in each 
one, some colleagues are already fond enough of sources and experiments to hear us. 
We also stand between the average historian and specialists of “digital humanities” (a phrase 
popularized in the mid-2000s) or “big data” (in the 2010s). Suddenly, there were new series of 
handbooks and workshops addressing topics that overlapped with ours (network analysis, text 
analysis) and we were invited to give our opinion, or even thought of as part of the new group. 
However, this group was indifferent to a lot of what we cared about (the social sciences, 
contingency tables, longitudinal data). And many of its members came back to what, in our view, 
had failed in the first wave. We regularly find the same mottos: “retooling” history so it functions 
more like the “hard sciences,” with more money, more teamwork, and more objectivity; turning 
the historian into a programmer. The History Manifesto went as far as to criticize the undue interest 
of many historians in archives.18 The good news is that there are exceptions. Scott Weingart, for 
example, criticizes projects that use “novelty” to get lavish funding, for reasons similar to ours. 
Lara Putnam, among others, has addressed the pitfalls of digitized sources, especially in terms of 
reproducing inequalities.19 It is striking that many of the criticisms expressed by Stone in 1979 
could be applied without any change: for example, he described (p.11) the state of mind of the 
graduate student who “has spent so much effort preparing the data for the machine that his time, 
patience and money have run out. One clear conclusion is surely that, whenever possible, sampling 
by hand is preferable and quicker than, and just as reliable as, running the whole universe through 
a machine.” And he concluded (p.13): “It is just those projects that have been the most lavishly 
funded, the most ambitious in the assembly of vast quantities of data by armies of paid researchers, 
the most scientifically processed by the very latest in computer technology, the most 
mathematically sophisticated in presentation, which have so far turned out to be the most 
disappointing.” The continuity of this problem, in spite of the dramatic changes in computers and 
algorithms, is due, in our view, to a continued lack of interest in the extraction of data from sources 
and its categorization – or, worse, an interest expressed in terms of a search for general, 
unambiguous “ontologies” that would allow machines to read, interpret, and compare all historical 
texts. 
                                                 
17 We are not the first to take this position: see esp. Naomi Lamoreaux, “The Future of Economic History 
Must Be Interdisciplinary”, The Journal of Economic History, 75-4, 2015, p. 1251-1257 and Caitlin 
Rosenthal, “Seeking a Quantitative Middle Ground: Reflections on Methods and Opportunities in Economic 
History”, Journal of the Early Republic, 36-4, 2016, p. 659-680. 
18 David Armitage & Jo Guldi, The History Manifesto, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2014. 
19 Scott B. Weingart, “Punched-Card Humanities. Lessons From Digital History’s Antecedents”, The 
Scottbot Irregular, 10 October 2016 ; Lara Putnam, “The Transnational and the Text-Searchable: Digitized 
Sources and the Shadows They Cast”, The American Historical Review, 121-2, 2016, p. 377-402. 
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This self-styled “second wave” that too often reproduces the first one leads us to conclude that it 
is even more urgent to teach a constructivist, small-scale, experimental quantitative history, i.e. to 
focus teaching on the processes of inputting data from sources and categorizing it, and to promote 
diversity in methods. We do not claim to be the first or the only ones to do this. Our own “second 
wave” is not organized; it is rather made of independent re-inventions (using micro-history, Abbott, 
or different references) of the will to deal with abundant sources without reproducing the 
shortcomings of the first wave. We try to make diverse examples of such re-inventions more visible 
by circulating references.20 
2. Data from Close Reading of Historical Sources 
Almost all textbooks on quantification begin with data arranged in neat rows and columns and 
standardized in simple codes: there are just two genders, no unknowns, a finite number of 
occupations, one per individual, et cetera. It is then tempting either to consider that complicated 
sources are not amenable to this format, and renounce quantification, or to naïvely simplify the 
source in the interest of “cleanness.” The lack of interest in the constitution of data leads to, then 
is further increased by its subcontracting to others – research assistants or even computers, left to 
deal with the variety found in the sources. Discussions on the topic tend to be confined to promoters 
of re-usable datasets who often advocate “one-size-fits-all” data structures or categorizations. On 
the contrary, whereas we offer general advice in our book, it includes the idea that choices made 
in the constitution and categorization of data should be tailored to the specific source and questions. 
Making these choices explicit might allow others, in the future, to use our data as new sources; but 
these future uses should not constrain our choices.  We therefore advise about the critical, close 
reading of numerical as well as textual sources – a crucial first step of analysis – and urge our 
students and readers not to confine “distant reading” to its usual targets, and especially not to the 
already digitized sources.  
2.1 Any Source Can Be Quantified 
When we teach on the basis of collective research, we begin with the source: say, official 
biographies of French MPs in the 1950s. We ask students to read it and think of what could be 
turned into data and quantified. They generally first come up with the “usual suspects” of 
sociologists: gender, age, occupation. When we urge them to think of other possibilities, however, 
they end up discussing what could be made of, for example, the phrasing or lack of mention of 
marital status or religious affiliation or the headgear on pictures.  
                                                 
20 Works cited in our book, for example, are listed here: 
https://www.zotero.org/clairelemercier/items/collectionKey/Y6DGTTKB We are aware of the limits of our 
knowledge, esp. as regards research published neither in English nor in French, and hope to be able to 
expand this list. 
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We are truly convinced that all kinds of sources can be treated quantitatively: statistical sources, 
individual records, all types of texts as well as images. We thus fight the still frequent description 
of the usual sources of the first wave (marriage records, census forms, probate inventories, etc.) as 
“quantitative sources.” Those are mostly textual and can be subjected to all sorts of readings. Any 
type of content in any type of source (or its absence) can be quantified. What matters about 
quantifiable sources is not their type or form but their suitability for quantification appropriate to 
the goals of the research. Perhaps counterintuitively, the answer has nothing to do with the presence 
of numbers in the original material—or with the fact that the source deals with economic matters 
or lacks an aesthetic dimension. Sources of any type that come in large quantities (or, more 
precisely, can be conceived as a series of units: records, images, paragraphs, etc.) lend themselves 
to quantification, if only because it is difficult to keep a general view of their contents without 
creating a database. The main interrogation becomes: will the constitution of data from this source 
help answer our questions and produce fresh knowledge?  
As we have said, after having been a favorite source of the first wave, too often taken at face value, 
statistics of the past have mostly become, in history departments, the source of a vibrant, but non-
quantitative history of statistics, too little known by non-specialists. As for any other source, 
however, it is possible to create new numbers, substantively meaningful for our own questions, 
from documents (here, numbers) of the past.21 This requires external and internal source criticism, 
with general questions such as: Who commissioned the statistics? Who was supposed to respond 
to queries, and who actually did? How did the promoters of the project define their categories? Are 
we sure that the actual producers of answers and numbers understood them in the same way? Which 
quantitative techniques were used to produce aggregate numbers, what do they emphasize and what 
do they hide? Who subsequently used the numbers and categories and for what purpose? If we keep 
these questions in mind – even if we do not have definite answers to some –, it is possible to 
constitute new data from the old ones and to answer some of our own questions. This 
reconstructionist approach of statistics has especially been used by feminist scholars to overcome 
biases in records of female labor. The idea of “cunning historians”22 able to “read their sources 
against the grain” to produce not just new narratives but also new numbers is interesting for us 
because many historians think of quantification as violence done to their sources by undue 
simplification and abstraction. Here, the historian motto of “complicating” the story, i.e. not naïvely 
reading the source and acknowledging subtle power dynamics, is compatible with the building of 
new abstractions and measurements. In this spirit, Claire L uses the very statistics naïvely used by 
                                                 
21 The trajectory of history of accounting is similar: Rosenthal, “Quantitative Middle Ground.” For an 
example of reconstruction: Pierre Gervais, “Mercantile Credit and Trading Rings in the Eighteenth 
Century”, Annales HSS, 67-4, 2012, p. 731-763. 
22 Raffaella Sarti, Anna Bellavitis and Manuela Martini, “Introduction”, in Raffaella Sarti, Anna Bellavitis 
and Manuela Martini (eds.), What is Work? Gender at the Crossroads of Home, Family, and Business from 
the Early Modern Era to the Present, New York, Berghahn Books, 2018, p. 1-84, 31-37. 
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historians of France, then studied by Joan Scott for its gender biases, to elicit new knowledge about 
female apprentices in nineteenth-century Paris.23  
Fresh knowledge can also be found beyond the proverbial streetlight24 (extant datasets, sources 
routinely quantified to answer the question). This is a moving target: for example, using probate 
inventories to investigate consumption was once a pioneering idea; they are still useful, but their 
biases and limitations have become more apparent and researchers have looked for complementary 
sources. For us, the idea is not to complain about the fact that a source has biases (they all have) or 
to find “the best” source, but to assess which questions it is suited for.25 The history of working 
hours, productivity, and female labor in early modern Europe offers a comforting example of 
debates that have partly evolved thanks to the invention of new sources and discussions of their 
biases. For example, the reading against the grain of testimonies on crimes gave indications on 
working hours; the systematic gathering of verbs in diverse texts expands the range of documented 
occupations and tasks.26 Heated debates on the productivity of English spinners have led to this 
rare, exciting occurrence: a graph comparing measurements across types of sources in an economic 
history journal – accompanied by text discussing categorizations, e.g. were workhouse spinners 
part of “workers”?27 This exercise in looking for new sources and assessing what they document 
and what they hide is something that could be shared by economists and historians – if only each 
discipline rewarded it better. It is striking, for example, that economists who took pains to delineate 
different types of advertising in early twentieth-century newspapers, and to produce numbers by 
measuring column space with a ruler, had to edit the part of their working papers where they 
carefully described this process from the published version.28 Non-standard sources, 
categorizations, and methods tend to take time, space, and increase risks of rejection. 
2.2 Constituting Data, not “Cleaning” it 
Some economists do recognize the best historians’ distinct skills in non-naïvely reading sources. 
According to Naomi Lamoreaux, they know “how to read texts over and over in the context of 
                                                 
23 Clare H. Crowston, Steven L. Kaplan and Claire Lemercier, “Les apprentissages parisiens aux XVIIIe et 
XIXe siècles”, Annales HSS, 73-4, 2018, in press. 
24 Rosenthal, “Seeking a Quantitative Middle Ground”, 674. 
25 For an excellent example in the history of consumption, see John Bedell, “Archaeology and Probate 
Inventories in the Study of Eighteenth-Century Life”, The Journal of Interdisciplinary History, 31-2, 2000, 
p. 223-245. 
26 Hans Joachim Voth, Time and work in England, 1750-1830, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 2000; Maria 
Ågren (dir.), Making a Living, Making a Difference. Gender and Work in Early Modern European Society, 
Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2017. 
27 Jane Humphries & Benjamin Schneider, “Losing the thread: a response to Robert Allen”, Economic 
History Review, 2019, in press. 
28 Vincent Bignon & Marc Flandreau, “The Economics of Badmouthing: Libel Law and the Underworld 
of the Financial Press in France Before World War I”, The Journal of Economic History, 71-3, 2011, p. 
616-653. 
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related documents until the differences between our modern understandings and those of actors in 
the past become apparent, how to be on the alert for anomalous passages that reveal assumptions 
(for example, cultural givens) that the author of the document might not even have been aware of, 
and how to derive meaning from what was not said as well as from what was said.”29 She wrote 
this in the context of a discussion of “the limitations of cliometricians’ historical work”, but it does 
not imply that this reading should be a mere complement to the interpretation of numbers; in our 
view, it is rather a pre-requisite to the constitution of data. In the same spirit, Philip Hoffman, Gilles 
Postel-Vinay, and Jean-Laurent Rosenthal recently wrote about working over many years on a type 
of credit that was recorded in no past statistics and only appeared in scattered, non-digitized 
archives (fiscal records) – but proved important, even in the perspective of economists. They did 
not only argue that the evidence could only be found in this source, and that it was worth the effort. 
They added that “archival research demands careful attention to three elements of the data 
collection process: how the original historical evidence was generated, how it was preserved, and 
how they go about collecting it. Ignoring any of those elements can cause enormous problems.”30 
Accordingly, we are very cautious about the idea of “big data” in history, which could only arise 
from the aggregation of small datasets. The new fashion for bigness is often based on the old, naïve 
ideas that the many biases will cancel one another. Archaeology and ancient and medieval history, 
where the compilation of sources, then the digitization of compilations is allegedly more advanced 
than in early modern and modern history, offer many cautionary tales in this respect. For example, 
Søren Michael Sindbæk, a pioneer in the careful network analysis of archaeological and narrative 
medieval sources, warned that “’big data’ is rarely good” to conclude an experiment on a large, 
heterogenous repository of data on maritime networks. A network visualization of this data mostly 
revealed patterns in archaeological knowledge – a useful result per se, but not to be confused with 
patterns in medieval transportation.31 This is not to say that data produced by others should never 
be used but, in our view, this situation is similar to that of using nineteenth-century statistics.32 
We are firm advocates of “dirty” datasets. In our view, the nature of the data—complicated, 
heterogeneous, and scattered—is part of its richness; its constitution and categorization should take 
account of “outliers and weirdness.”33 In our teaching and books, we emphasize the importance of 
                                                 
29 Naomi Lamoreaux, “The Future of Economic History,” 1254. 
30 Philip T Hoffman, Gilles Postel-Vinay and Jean-Laurent Rosenthal, Dark matter credit: The development 
of peer-to-peer lending and banking in France, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 2019, 219. 
31 Søren Michael Sindbæk, “Northern Emporia and Maritime Networks. Modelling Past Communication 
Using Archaeological Network Analysis”, in Johannes Preiser-Kapeller & Falko Daim (eds.), Harbours and 
Maritime Networks as Complex Adaptive Systems, Mainz, Verlag des Römisch-Germanischen 
Zentralmuseums, 2015, p. 105-117. 
32 On this matter in the context of network analysis, see Claire Lemercier, “Historical and archaeological 
network data”, in Tom Brughmans, Barbara J. Mills, Jessica L. Munson and Matthew A. Peeples (eds.), 
Oxford Handbook of Archaeological Network Research, Oxford, Oxford University Press, forthcoming. 
33 Tim Hitchcock, “Big Data, Small Data and Meaning”, Historyonics, 9 November 2014. 
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the input phase of research – the moment when we iteratively read and copy the source in a table 
and make decisions on its rows and columns, without imposing categorizations. We do so not 
because we wish to impose an arduous and unpleasant “rite of passage” on the researcher but 
because we believe that this work is a key moment in any research project. Doing the input 
ourselves is our chance to discover the kinds of unusual things that lead to innovative results. As 
tedious as inputting data may be, it offers an opportunity to become really familiar with the source. 
Large research projects have made the delegation of input more common, for the more privileged 
among us, in recent years (as it was during the first wave). We consider this a risk, yet we have 
tried to adapt our principles to this context, because it offers the opportunity to gather original data, 
especially when the sources are multilingual. For example, Claire Z leads an ERC-funded research, 
on the social and geographical trajectories of Jews in Lubartów, a village in Poland, in the interwar 
period. One of the sources is a population register from 1932, which lists all the households, 
apartment by apartment. The constitution of data is teamwork, with a lot of discussions, and Claire 
Z is fully involved. Beyond the obvious, e.g. dates of birth, the team records, for example, writing 
tools used in the register (pencil, red ink, etc.). Descriptive statistics on this variable allowed them 
to understand that the inscription "expelled", added in certain lines in pencil, was most probably 
added by the Germans during the Second World War to denote the first round up of Jews in 
Lubartów in April 1942 and their deportation to the Bełżec extermination camp. The team also 
carefully copies the exact words from the source, which brings to light variations in patronymic 
spellings strongly correlated with religion.  
The complications of the source are therefore not an obstacle to the constitution and quantitative 
analysis of data, which, on the contrary, allows to better make sense of them. Similarly, we always 
advise students to carefully record missing data, rather than be ashamed and hide it. Patterns in 
missing data may reveal aspects of the constitution of the source. “Missing” might even become 
substantive information in its own right when it reveals the ability to hide from the authorities or a 
lack of prestige in some circles. Similarly, what is often described as “errors” in the sources, as 
when dates of birth change or double-entry accounts are not balanced, might become an important 
proxy of individual strategies or abilities.34 
3. Constructivist, Experimental Quantification 
Our view on input is intimately linked to our practice of the further stages of quantitative history. 
We want input to keep the words of the source, its lacunae and inconsistencies, because we have 
no unique, pre-determined categorization scheme: experiments in categorization arise from the 
                                                 
34 Pierre Mercklé & Claire Zalc, “Peut-on modéliser la persécution ? Apports et limites des approches 
quantifiées sur le terrain de la Shoah”, Annales HSS, 73-4, 2018, in press; Pierre François & Claire 
Lemercier, “Financialization French-style (1979-2009). Changes in Large Firms and Conversion of Elites”, 
Revue française de sociologie, 57-2, 2016, p. 269-320; Caitlin C. Rosenthal, “From Memory to Mastery: 
Accounting for Control in America, 1750–1880”, Enterprise and Society, 14-4, 2013, p. 732-748, 744-5. 
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encounter between preliminary questions and the source. And our practice of input often creates 
spreadsheets with hundreds of variables (including those directly copied from the source and their 
categorized variants, with separate columns for each source and often each date or period), 
whatever the number of individuals. This is only manageable because we know that different 
methods will allow us to explore different corners of this complicated whole: they will produce 
several “distant readings” as well as identify interesting outliers.  
3.1 Categorization: Imaginative and True to the Source  
Categorization is one of the points on which critiques of quantitative methods have focused since 
the 1980s. The potential pitfalls are many, including anachronistic use of nomenclature, reification 
of individuals, and improper aggregation of diverse entities. No categorization is perfect in itself, 
but some are more or less well adapted to certain research objectives, whether in practical terms 
(such as the number of classes), theoretical terms (criteria of classification), or rhetorical terms 
(names assigned to the groups in the chosen scheme of classification). As statistician Alain 
Desrosières puts it, “The question is not: ‘Are these objects really equivalent?’ but: ‘Who decides 
to treat them as equivalent and to what end?’”35 Distinguishing the input from the categorization 
phase is a first step to make the latter acceptable by the average historian, and to make it more 
meaningful for all.  
How should I categorize occupations? This is a classical question in our workshops, as in most 
circles interested in quantitative history, and always a daunting one. As always, we mostly answer 
“it depends on your questions and on what is in your source” and elaborate on possibilities, 
emphasizing the fact that is will probably be useful to have more than one scheme and giving 
examples. Studying the Business register of Paris in the interwar period for her PhD dissertation 
(registration was compulsory for all entrepreneurs), Claire Z wanted to categorize the “business 
purpose” field in the form. Business were as diverse as souvenir stands, insurance brokerages, 
laundries, belt manufacturers, and fruit and vegetable wholesalers, but the precision of declarations 
varied widely. Some terms, such as “textiles,” do not indicate whether the business is 
manufacturing or retailing. Claire Z built categories by iteratively aggregating mentions that she 
deemed close enough – beginning with many small classes, then merging them. Yet she kept one 
specific occupation apart: hairdressers. This choice was dictated by her general knowledge of the 
context rather than by the size of the group. The French National Association of Hairdressers 
indeed alleged in the 1930s that recent immigrants were particularly likely to enter the trade: it was 
interesting to compare this complaint with the information in the Business register. In her own 
dissertation, Claire L focused on the elite of Parisian business in the nineteenth century. For each 
                                                 
35 Alain Desrosières, “ How to Make Things which Hold Together: Social Science, Statistics and the State“, 
in Peter Wagner, Björn Wittrock & Richard P. Whitley (eds.), Discourses on Society: The Shaping of the 
Social Science Disciplines, Dordrecht, Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1991, p. 195-218, 201. 
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member of the Chamber of Commerce, separate sources for several years gave her different 
occupations: many were described as bankers as well as more or less specialized manufacturers 
and wholesale merchants. She however produced a very simple table showing changes in the shares 
of “bankers,” “merchants,” and “others” over time; the important thing here is the legend 
explaining, for example, that a “banker, textile manufacturer, and wine merchant” counts as a 
banker. In other places, she used more refined categories. For example, the most useful definition 
of la haute banque (merchant banking) was based on family ties rather than stated occupations.36 
In these cases, we began with one field in the original data from one source, or several similar fields 
(denoting a type of business) from several sources, and ended up with several categorization 
schemes. Often, definitions are based on more composite criteria. Digital humanists Miriam Posner 
and Marika Cifor have reported on a teaching experience similar to our courses based on collective 
research.37 The aim was the creation of a database on early African-American silent “race films,” 
so students had to decide on a definition of the genre. This could not be a preliminary decision: 
possibilities would depend on the available data. They settled on a definition of the “race film” as 
“a film with African American cast members, produced by an independent production company, 
and discussed or advertised as a race film in the African American press,” for reasons that they 
take care to explain. They also kept a separate file for “discarded data” so that other scholars could 
make different decisions. Posner and Cifor men decided not to include a “race” variable in their 
“People” table, because “individual people could and did change races during their lifetimes – a 
fluidity that exceeded our own ability to capture the data properly.” The two elements are important 
for us: it would theoretically be possible to create categories expressing change (categorization 
tolerates nuances, as long as it is made explicit), but the available data did not allow it. 
In our book, we warn against the pitfalls of a frequent categorization scheme: the use of names as 
proxies of origin, ethnicity or religion.38 We do not, however, address proxies more generally. We 
insist on the fact that closely reading the source during the input phase, as well as using descriptive 
statistics or clustering techniques on not-too-simplified data, can produce interesting ideas for 
categorization. But we do not believe that the analytic categories could or should directly come 
from the historical materials: we just try to balance the interaction between preliminary questions 
and surprises from the source. Historians have often criticized cliometricians for their tendency to 
look for pre-defined entities such as GDP, “human capital” or “skilled occupations” in whatever 
source was most easily available, only producing numbers thanks to “heroic assumptions.”39 This 
tendency to use questionable proxies has arguably been compounded by the availability of easily 
                                                 
36 Claire Lemercier, Un si discret pouvoir. Aux origines de la Chambre de commerce de Paris, 1803-1853, 
Paris, La Découverte, 2003. 
37 Miriam Posner & Marika Cifor, “Generative Tensions: Building a Digital Project on Early African 
American Race Film”, American Quarterly, 70-3, 2018, p. 709-714. 
38 Lemercier & Zalc, Quantitative Methods, 66-67. 
39 For a sober assessment of this problem in classical works on capitalism and slavery, see Mary O’Sullivan, 
“The Intelligent Woman’s Guide to Capitalism”, Enterprise & Society, 19-4, 2018, p. 751-802, 764-774. 
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downloadable data, giving birth to, for example, a study that purports to investigate the relationship 
between “industrialization” and “deskilling” by using numbers of steam engines, schools, and 
attendants in schools derived, without comments, from nineteenth-century statistics.40 What we 
object to, here, is the lack of space devoted to a discussion of the data, their source, what they do 
not indicate, which dimensions of industrialization and deskilling are not accounted for, as 
compared to the space devoted to “confounding variables” and alternative controls – this is less a 
comment on what the authors did than on what the journal required. The problem is not that the 
assumptions are heroic but that they are, from the point of view of historians, not very explicitly 
stated or justified. Of course we touch here to fundamental (and aesthetic) differences between 
disciplines; but as historians, we do welcome readings of the sources against their grain and bold 
experiments in interpretation – as long as the rules of the interpretive game are kept explicit.41 
3.2 Analysis: There is a Life Outside Regression 
When we first attempted to teach quantification, we focused on "new methods." Reading Abbott 
and other sociologists, we had learned about network analysis, sequence analysis, and event history 
analysis. We thought that these methods were well-suited to explore what micro-historians found 
interesting: interacting individual trajectories. Discussions and further readings led us to appreciate 
that factor analysis, regression, and text analysis, however older, were also still useful for the types 
of data that we and our students wanted to analyze, and were therefore worth teaching. We now 
focus more on the constitution of data, but one thing has not changed: we always mention several 
methods, and we advocated the use of the one most suited to the user’s data and questions, rather 
than the supposedly easiest, newest, or politically better one. A single quantitative method, 
however refined, cannot answer all the historical questions. Each one can play a role at different 
stages of reasoning and it is often heuristic to combine them. We fight the arms race that often 
prevails in digital humanities by showing that contingency tables with chi-squared tests can answer 
many questions (we like topic modeling and network analysis per se, but we do not think that they 
should be applied to all research). But we also encourage beginners not to self-censor if their data 
and questions require the use of one or even several supposedly “more advanced” method. Over 
all, we promote knowledge of diverse tools, rather than the advanced mastery of a few – and we 
try to keep our eyes open for the discovery of new ones in disciplines, specialties, or countries that 
we do not know well. 
                                                 
40 Claude Diebolt, Charlotte Le Chapelain & Audrey Rose Menard, “Neither the elite, nor the mass. The 
rise of intermediate human capital during the French industrialization process”, Cliometrica, 2019, p. 1-36. 
41 See, for example, how a sociologist and a mathematician built data on possible exchanges of information 
between captains from records of ship voyages in the East India Company: Emily Erikson & Sampsa Samila, 
“Networks, Institutions, and Uncertainty: Information Exchange in Early-Modern Markets”, The Journal of 
Economic History, 78-4, 2018, p. 1034-1067. 
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In our own research, we have taken advantage of being able to switch between methods that offer 
different perspective on our data. In a paper focused on the value of this diversity of tools, Pierre 
Mercklé and Claire Zalc show that the successive use of multiple correspondence analysis, 
regression, network analysis and sequence analysis elicit different facets of the logic of persecution 
and survival of the Jews of Lens.42 Doing this, they “complicate” narratives and explanations, in 
the positive sense of the word, in the historians’ use: the narratives and explanations become more 
nuanced, account for more cases (not just the most frequent) and for differences between historical 
contexts. Do they become too complicated? Social scientists with a taste for “parsimonious” 
models might think so, yet this is still quantification – data has been abstracted and hypothesis 
made explicit. We know that some economists – but few – have added tools other than variants of 
regression, including “descriptive” ones, to their toolbox; for example, Marc Flandreau and 
Clemens Jobst have been among the first non-sociologists to use network analysis on historical 
data, in a paper that also made an inventive use of the press as a source and carefully discussed its 
proxies.43  
Discussions around papers like those – neither standard qualitative historical papers not standard 
quantitative papers in economics, yet distinctly recognizable as belonging to history and to 
economics –, even if participants are few, could make our respective scientific and aesthetic criteria 
clearer. There would hopefully be common ground around the constitution and perhaps the 
categorization of data. The choice of methods and the status of models might remain more 
distinctive of each discipline, but we would like to substantive from institutional reasons (the 
standards of journals and hiring committees) for this difference. Economists have invested a lot in 
a very peculiar definition of causation. Historians benefit from a less rigid standard, in that they 
can more easily experiment; but they could perhaps gain something from making their ideas on 
causation more explicit, which amicable but frank discussions with economists could foster.44 
Conclusion 
We would like to conclude on data, rather than quantification per se. Data is now the fashionable 
term, but more importantly, our teaching led us to conclude, like many before us, that good data 
was key to good quantitative research in history. The Social Science History Association, part of 
the surviving offspring of the first wave of quantitative history, recently issued a call for papers on 
                                                 
42 Pierre Mercklé & Claire Zalc, “ Peut-on modéliser la persécution ?“ 
43 Marc Flandreau & Clemens Jobst, “The Ties that Divide: A Network Analysis of the International 
Monetary System. 1890-1910”, Journal of Economic History, 65-4, 2005, p. 977-1007. 
44 On misunderstandings about the meaning of “cause” and counterfactuals between economic historians 
and new historians of capitalism, see Alexia Blin & Nicolas Barreyre, “À la redécouverte du capitalisme 
américain”, Revue d’histoire du XIXe siècle, 54, 2017, p. 135-148. 
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“Data and its Discontents.” We would like to offer our answer, intended for the average historian, 
but perhaps also interesting for economists.45  
Data exists; it is as simple as notes taken from historical sources. We tend to call it “data” when 
we take our notes in a spreadsheet, but it is really any type of notes taken systematically from 
historical sources. Our spreadsheets are verbose and most “digital humanists” would want to 
“clean” them, but we cherish their dirtiness. It is a sign that the transformation from source to data 
(notes) happened through our own thought processes (not those of underlings paid to sweep the 
dirt under the rug) and retained the ambiguities of the sources. To make data better, and to have 
more colleagues crave it and fewer abhor it, we want to keep it as close as possible to the source, 
even though it will be dirtier, and more costly to produce in large quantities. But that’s fine, because 
we do not believe data is good only if it is really big. It is good if it is complicated, and thus rich in 
information, but still systematically acquired and noted in a structured way, so that we can simplify 
it in many different ways if we want to experiment with it. It is good for thinking, even, or 
especially, when it produces new questions rather than final answers. 
                                                 
45 We thank Clare H. Crowston, who initially co-wrote the last paragraph with Claire L for the SSHA 
Conference, Chicago, 2019. For the call for papers, see https://ssha.org/files/2019%20SSHA%20CFP.pdf 
